Purpose -Existing research highlights gender as an important dimension for entrepreneurship theory and practice. This study aims to explore the differences between female and male sustainable entrepreneurs in the areas of previous professional experiences, their performance and growth, their use of financial resources and their overall attitude to risk. Design/methodology/approach -Through a feminist perspective and on the basis of empirical evidence gathered through a series of 20 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with male and female sustainable entrepreneurs in the UK, thr authors analyse differences between male and female sustainable entrepreneurs. Findings -The findings suggest that female role models play a significant role in the emergence of women sustainable entrepreneurs who start from the same experience levels as men, show strong feminist attitudes and are conscious of their contribution to global sustainability. Sustainable entrepreneurship offers women professional development and a limited flexibility to balance work and family commitments. Lack of funding appears to be a major constraint applying to both female and male participants, while the authors argue that business pragmatism in a difficult investment environment triggered women"s reluctance to take on debt. Nonetheless, female sustainable entrepreneurs were found to have developed and used their professional and social networks to a greater extent than their male counterparts. Originality/value -This study offers a new gender perspective to the research of sustainable entrepreneurship and, at the same time, contributes with findings from research on sustainable entrepreneurs to the study of gender in management.
Introduction: Gender in entrepreneurship and sustainable entrepreneurship
Entrepreneurship remains a cornerstone for economic development, hence policymakers" focus on ways to foster it among underrepresented groups of the entrepreneurial population (European Commission, 2003) . Sustainable entrepreneurship is a newly emerging research field, also subject to increasing policymaking interest Meek et al., 2010) . According to research (e.g. Carter and Rosa, 1998; Marlow, 2002; Marlow and Patton, 2005) , perceived gendered characteristics may have a negative impact on women who choose an entrepreneurial career.
Sustainable entrepreneurship has emerged as an overlapping research and practice area between sustainable development and entrepreneurship (Cohen and Winn, 2007) . Sustainable development refers to "development that meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs" (WECD, 1987: 43) . Since the agreement on guidelines for sustainable development by the United Nations (WCED, 1987) and the introduction of the triple bottom line, a management framework for financial, environmental and social sustainability by Elkington (1994) , research has evolved from organisational greening (the adaptation of enterprises for more sustainable operation) in the 1990s, towards a more radical, sustainable entrepreneurship. We adhere to Dean and McMullen"s paradigm, who define sustainable entrepreneurship as "the process of discovering, evaluating, and exploiting economic opportunities that are present in market failures which detract from sustainability, including those that are environmentally relevant" (2007:58) .
Although research in sustainable entrepreneurship has focused on a wide spectrum of themes, it has thus far overlooked the role of gender (Hall et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2011) . We contribute to addressing this research gap by exploring similarities and differences in the experiences of male and female sustainable entrepreneurs in the UK. We do so through an analysis of twenty in-depth interviews with ten female and ten male sustainable entrepreneurs in the UK sociocultural and business context. Through a social constructionist feminist perspective we aim to explore the differences between female and male sustainable entrepreneurs in the areas of (a) previous professional experiences, (b) their performance and growth, (c) their use of financial resources and overall attitude to risk.
The special issue of the Journal of Business Venturing (2010) urged researchers to investigate the conditions and motives of sustainable entrepreneurs. Yet, despite the growing interest in sustainable entrepreneurship at academic and policymaking levels, little is known about how gender influences the initiation and development of sustainable enterprises, or how gender specific barriers found in conventional enterprises prevent or compromise the emergence of female sustainable entrepreneurs, which constitutes an important manifestation of women"s overall contribution in global sustainability.
We first (Section 2) evaluate research on the role of gender in entrepreneurship and highlight the gap related to the absence of gender themes in sustainable entrepreneurship research, while also defining our perspective on the topic of gender in sustainable entrepreneurship.
We then outline our research methodology (Section 3) and we dedicate the subsequent sections to the analysis of our findings (Section 4) and the key findings and conclusions (Section 5). Section 6 analyses the implications of our findings for theory and practice, and Section 7 highlights our study"s limitations along with the opportunities for future research.
Framing research on gender in entrepreneurship
There is a general research consensus that gender plays a complex and significant role in the entrepreneurial process (Gupta et al., 2009) . Although literature does not suggest there is any fixed association between socialized gender and biological sex (Fischer et al., 1993; Fine, 2010) , gendered characteristics are employed as a sense-making apparatus (Marlow and Swail, 2014) . This construct embodies the subordination of the feminine within the binary hierarchy through the male or female body (Buttner, 1993) . According to Ahl and Marlow (2012) , gender inequalities in power and status become deeply ingrained in society until they appear as normal and inevitable. Feminist theory is broadly categorised into (a) Liberal Feminism, which considers men and women essentially similar, (b) Social Feminism, where men and women are viewed as fundamentally different, and (c) Social Constructionist Feminism, arguing that similarities and differences between men and women are socially constructed (Gilligan, 1982; Calás and Smircich, 1996) . Our study does not make any prior assumptions about differences in men and women (Social Feminist), neither do we assume that they are alike (Liberal Feminist).
We adopt a Social Constructionist Feminist approach and use the term gender as socially constructed for exploring similarities and differences in the experiences of male and female sustainable entrepreneurs in the UK.
As a social construction, gender can hinder women"s access to and engagement with specific socio-economic contexts (Ahl, 2006; McRobbie, 2009) . There is a tendency in entrepreneurship literature to ascribe entrepreneurial traits with masculine attributes, creating a hierarchy in which women appear to lack entrepreneurial potential, entrepreneurial traits, attitudes, and ambition (Bruni et al., 2004) . Ahl (2006) notes that entrepreneurs are often described with masculine characteristics by stakeholders (e.g. policymakers), leaving women entrepreneurs invisible and unacknowledged. Entrepreneurship research appears to position masculinity as a norm, suggesting that a woman"s entrepreneurial performance results from their own feminised deficits. Such a normative male model of entrepreneurial achievement places women entrepreneurs in a disadvantaged position (Marlow and Patton, 2005 ).
Gender appears to play a significant role during the phases of pre-start up, start up, and growth (Rosa et al., 1996; Boden and Nucci, 2000; Minniti et al., 2005) and is recognised as a key attribute influencing the overall experience and performance of entrepreneurs (Rosa et al., 1996) . Gender differences in motivation, preferences, and expectations explain the low engagement of women in entrepreneurship (Fielden et al., 2003; Sarri and Trihopoulou, 2005) .
Early research by Birley (1989) showed that the emerging gender differences stem from changing roles in society, rather than intrinsic motivational and skill differences. Later, Cowling and Taylor (2001) found gender related differences in educational background, with female entrepreneurs being the better educated, but with male entrepreneurs having a better prospect of surviving and growing their enterprise. Shaw et al. (2001) identified pre-entry and entry barriers specifically experienced by female entrepreneurs and located them in hard resources such as finance and assets, as well as in soft resources such as management experience, training and networking. Overall, research on gender in entrepreneurship is dominated by quantitative studies which tend to present contradictory results and do not allow the development of conclusions for subdomains such sustainable entrepreneurship without in-depth research. Eastwood (2004) highlights that women, compared to men, lack experience of the labour market and critically examines the traditional view of gender roles, the financing of ventures started by women and the use of networking as a result of women"s under-representation in higher management positions. Additionally, Eastwood (2004) listed the lack of knowledge and training in management and IT related skills and low self-perception as barriers for female entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, Carter et al. (2001) argue that women turn to entrepreneurship for greater flexibility to balance their professional aspirations and family commitments, a view confirmed by other studies (Aldrich and Cliff, 2003; Eastwood, 2004; De Bruin et al., 2006) . Nonetheless, this flexibility could hinder the performance and growth of the business (Eastwood, 2004) . Carter and Rosa (1998) caution researchers focusing on gender in entrepreneurship that a preliminary data assessment may indicate minor gender specific variations among entrepreneurs, but an in-depth analysis may reveal significant "qualitative" differences in the levels of start-up capital and in the access of finance. Although financial barriers for female entrepreneurs has been an important topic in regional entrepreneurship research (Shane et al., 1991) , Carter et al., (2007) found no substantial evidence to support the notion of discrimination by UK bank officers against female entrepreneurs.
Gender differences in professional backgrounds

Risk assessment and the finance of female and male enterprises
Research on gender and access to finance reveals conflicting results (Carter and Allen, 1997; Brush et al., 2006) . The European Commission Observatory of SMEs (2003) concluded that the lack of bank loans for female entrepreneurs is due to women"s tendency to ask for lower sums, which leaves a smaller profit margin for the banks. Expectations, initial motives, opportunities sought and business types show gender related variations, and these influence the type of the enterprise. Such observations should be taken into account when comparing the outcomes of ventures across genders (Office of Advocacy, 2007) . Evidence on entrepreneurial finance suggests that women face challenges in accessing finance and have a propensity to establish their enterprise in low growth sectors (Coleman, 2000) ; these constraints are attributed to structural and gender differences (De Bruin et al., 2006) .
Research highlights risk as one of the factors which poses a challenge to female entrepreneurs, who were found to be more risk averse than their males counterparts (Sexton, 1989a; Chung, 1998; Slovic, 2000; Jianakopoulos and Bernasek, 1998) . Female entrepreneurs were found to have lower risk propensity scores than male entrepreneurs on a psychological scale (Sexton and Bowman-Upton, 1990 ). This risk aversion renders women less willing to trade potential gain for risk, leading them to business type choices with lower failure probabilities compared to men . A similar finding was reported by Sexton and Bowman-Upton, who reflect that female entrepreneurs are "less willing to get involved in situations with uncertain outcomes where financial gain is involved " (1990:34) .
Gender variations towards risk are associated with divergences in cognitive abilities, as men and women gather information and solve problems differently (Barrett, 1995; Gatewood et al., 1995; Chung, 1998) . Eckel and Grossman (2003) concluded that women search for more information on how to reduce the potential risk in a business opportunity. Others have attributed the risk aversion propensity of women to their "caring and nurturing" role which inhibits risk taking and promotes risk avoidance attitude, reinforcing the norms which prevail in contemporary society in relation to women (Kepler and Shane, 2007) . Beaver (2002) linked female entrepreneurs" risk aversion attitude to the process of socialisation and other deeper psychological factors. Cumulatively, gender socialisation, prior experiences, cognitive cues and a bias portraying women as "risk averse" position women as a structurally disadvantaged group, lacking in masculine traits reflected in the normative male entrepreneurial model (Marlow and Swail, 2014) .
Performance and growth
Gender differences were also identified in enterprise performance and growth. Although it has been argued (e.g. Sexton, 1989b ) that there are no psychological inhibitions for women expanding their SMEs, Anna et al. (2000) suggest that women"s perception of their abilities and the balance of family and work can influence their business growth (Aldrich and Cliff, 2003; Eastwood, 2004; De Bruin et al., 2006) . Furthermore, Cliff (1998) argued that women who are less experienced on a management level fail to grow their business effectively and thus limit the potential of their business. The growth of female enterprises is also hindered by a "belief that fast paced expansion will place inordinate demand on the entrepreneur"s time and energy" (Cliff, 1998: 535) .
Studies (e.g. Roomi et al., 2009 ) have identified financial, human and social resources, technical and managerial skills, the potential to develop staff, and opportunity recognition as factors which influence growth. The literature suggests that social norms about the role of women in society, a lack of female role models, and the balance of commitments between family and work become entry and growth barriers for female entrepreneurs (Stoner et al., 1990) . In particular, the attitudes towards the role of women make it more difficult for female entrepreneurs to gain support for their entrepreneurial activities from their family and friends (Stoner et al., 1990; Brush, 2004) . Additionally, the relative shortage of female entrepreneurs as role models renders mentorship in the start-up and growth stages more difficult for female entrepreneurs.
Gender and motivation
Research on the motives behind business start-ups suggests that women are driven by the desire to achieve balance between work and family, as self-employment often allows them a more flexible work schedule (Boden, 1996 (Boden, , 1999 Carter et al., 2007; Brush et al., 2006; De Martino and Barbato, 2003; Lombard, 2001 ) for family, and specifically for childcare (Boden, 1996; Connelly, 1992) . In contrast, research indicates that for male entrepreneurs the achievement of developing a company and the financial gains were more significant factors in setting up an enterprise (Borooah et al., 1997; De Martino and Barbato, 2003; Wilson et al., 2004) . For some the portrayal of women as "caring and relational" turns this disadvantage into an advantage, an opportunity to fulfil goals in their personal and professional life (Carter and Allen, 1997) . However, Ahl (2006) suggests that this view of female motivation supports the male normative model. Recent studies have also investigated gender differences in sustainability attitudes, behaviours and activities (e.g. Braun, 2010; Hechavarria et al., 2012) . Braun (2010) approached business sustainability from a gender perspective and analysed the difference in attitudes and behaviour in the Australian context. The study concluded that the greening process of ventures run by women is driven by broader ethical concerns regarding sustainability to a higher degree compared to their male counterparts. Organisational greening has been conceptualised as the adaptation of existing businesses to sustainable and environmentally friendly processes (Harris and Crane, 2002) .
Organisational greening and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have been key themes of the sustainability research agenda since the nineties (e.g. Shrivastava, 1994; Buchholz, 1993) and have been the subject of research, acclaim and criticism (e.g. Hart and Milstein, 1999; Hall and Vredenburg, 2003) . In our study, we contribute to the sustainability research agenda with gender specific findings not on the greening of existing ventures, as in the case of Braun (2010), but on the founding of sustainable enterprises which offer new sustainable services and products from the start.
Overall, despite the continuously emerging volume of research on the role of gender in entrepreneurship, investigating the background, performance and growth even in new sectors such as in rural tourism entrepreneurship (e.g. Pettersson and Heldt, 2014) , research on sustainable entrepreneurs lacks a gender perspective. We have found that research in sustainable business start-ups has to date widely neglected gender as a factor or dimension in the analysis. Remaining questions about gender differences in the conditions surrounding the emergence of sustainable entrepreneurs constitute a significant research gap. Through a qualitative research design, outlined in the next section, we shed light on gender specific differences in professional backgrounds, performance and growth of sustainable entrepreneurs.
Methodology and sampling frames
Our research explores the similarities and differences of twenty male and female sustainable entrepreneurs, and is guided by a social constructivist epistemology, reflecting that our knowledge on the topic can be expanded with the analysis of entrepreneurs" background and experiences. The chosen research approach gives prime importance to the social construction of the phenomenon from the informants" point of view (Bryman, 2001) . The data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a total of twenty (ten female and ten male) UK environmental entrepreneurs (Table 1 ).
=================== INSERT TABLE 1 HERE ===================
In accordance with Dean and McMullen"s (2007) seminal study, we sampled sustainable entrepreneurs as an inclusive term encompassing environmental and social entrepreneurs. We used data bases such as Fame, offered by the Van Dijk Bureau, and the Dun and Bradstreet catalogue. We identified our participants as founders of enterprises (up to 249 employees) which supply the market with sustainable products or services. All interviews were conducted face to face (in three cases via Skype) and lasted approximately fifty minutes each.
Grounding our research in the naturalistic paradigm, we have inductively analysed our data adhering to the principles developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Corbin and Strauss (1990) in order to establish the rigour of the research process. Initially, we developed our first order codes through an open coding process relying on the words and phrases as spoken by the informant (Corbin & Strauss, 1990 ). Subsequently, we used axial coding to make connections between categories and sub-categories as developed in our first round of open coding. Throughout this process we relied on constant comparison techniques in order to develop connections and put similar categories together under theoretically derived aggregated themes (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Gioia et al., 2013) . We engaged in developing aggregated themes until no new patterns were emerging from the data. Overall, we analyse three broad themes, (a) professional backgrounds, (b) feminist influences and attitudes and (c) the finance, performance and growth of sustainable enterprises.
Analysis of the role of gender in sustainable entrepreneurship
Our analysis and findings are structured in accordance to the themes reviewed in the evaluation of existing literature (Section 2). Specifically, we focus our analysis on the professional background of our interviewees, where we find similarities in the quality and level of experiences, while we analyse the unique role of third sector experiences. In feminist influences and attitudes (Section 4.2) we analyse our findings on women"s empowerment in the context of sustainable enterprises. Our analysis" last section is dedicated to gender similarities and differences in the performance and growth of a sustainable enterprise.
Professional background
Our interview findings confirm that the professional background of both male and female sustainable entrepreneurs played a significant role in their emergence. Although extant research (e.g. Eastwood, 2004) portrays female entrepreneurs as lacking previous professional experiences compared to their male counterparts, we found female sustainable entrepreneurs possessed a similar level of experience as they started their enterprises. In the context of sustainable entrepreneurship, we found that previous professional experience in the third sector (e.g. NGOs, charities) particularly influenced the later sustainable entrepreneurial development of our participants. As one female respondent explained: Our findings from contemporary sustainable entrepreneurs contradict the dominant view of women entrepreneurs in entrepreneurship research of previous decades, which portrays them as underskilled and less experienced and educated than men (Hisrich and Bursh, 1984; Birley, 1989; Eastwood, 2004) . Female sustainable entrepreneurs in our study are suitably experienced in vocational business skills and affluent in professional experiences. Another female entrepreneur reflects on the importance of accounting skills acquired from a previous role:
"I was the treasurer of the students association and that"s when I realised the understanding of finance was key and that"s why I trained as an accountant and then to be able to take that understanding of finances and that to other organisations." (F-10) Although female sustainable entrepreneurs appeared more skilled and experienced than findings in entrepreneurship research suggest, the role of previous professional experiences remains highly significant in their development, especially for female entrepreneurs and the effect on their self-confidence and self-efficacy (Krueger and Brazeal, 1994) . As a direct result of the quality of their professional experiences, the responses of female entrepreneurs showed confidence in their abilities. Indicatively, the female founder of a carbon offset enterprise recalls of her professional background:
"At the university I was the environmental officer, so as long as I can remember I cared about this sort of stuff. I think my realisation that I wanted to set something up on my own came about after I worked in strategy consulting for a few years and then took a year out to go run a charity in Zambia and that was exciting and difficult in equal measure as well. I realised then that I really liked running a small organisation and wanted to do something on my own when I got back. So that was the catalyst." (F-9)
The backgrounds of the female respondents include a wide spectrum of professional experiences from accounting, to consultancy and upper management. The richness and versatility of those experiences contradict the perceptions that experience-wise women entrepreneurs start their businesses from a disadvantaged position compared to men.
Likewise, male interviewees also explained how previous work helped them found a sustainable enterprise. A male participant from the north of Scotland reflects: "My background, to give you an idea, I"ve sat on various other boards, housing associations and such like, possibly gave me the skills to think a little bit more entrepreneurial about my approach, but my background has been in both the environment, in design, and in retail. So, I think they all snowballed together."
The role of previous experiences in the third sector has emerged among male participants as well. It appears as a key background commonality for both male and female entrepreneurs who moved from the not-for-profit (Charities, NGOs) sector to the "more-than-profit" (term used by Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011), founding sustainable enterprises. One notable difference between male and female participants in our study was the use of professional and social networks. In our research, the cases of F-2, F-6 and F-8 constitute examples of female sustainable entrepreneurs wealthy in social capital and networking. F-2 is a member of the entrepreneurs" panel of the Secretary of State for Business. We found female entrepreneurs (8, 9 and 10) who not only hold leading positions in single gender networks, but in networks for entrepreneurs of both genders. Female sustainable entrepreneurs appear to appreciate the value of and use their social networks more than their male counterparts. Our findings from the UK sustainable entrepreneurship context contradict earlier research in gender and entrepreneurship which argue that women entrepreneurs lack social networking skills compared to men (Birley, 1985; Shaw et al., 2001; Eastwood, 2004) . This variation in our findings with earlier research could stem from efforts to improve the role of women in business networks, while it could also relate to the sustainable aspect of the networks or the sustainable objectives of the participants in our study.
Overall, our analysis of the professional backgrounds of the study"s participants highlighted that (a) female sustainable entrepreneurs are similarly experienced to their male counterparts and that (b) previous work experiences in the third sector have played a crucial role in the development of sustainable entrepreneurs of both genders. The third sector appears to be an incubator for the development of sustainable entrepreneurs in terms of (a) a sustainable mindset and (b) an entrepreneurial skill-set. As gender specific aspects, we identify a more profound significance female respondents attach to their previous work experience in relation to their entrepreneurial development, along with significant wealth in and use of professional and social networks.
Feminist influences and attitudes
The theme of women"s empowerment and their role in entrepreneurship consistently emerged during our interviews with female participants. Extant research links family background and role models to future entrepreneurial action for both genders (Shapero and Sokol, 1982; Krueger, 1993; Bosma et al., 2012) . In our study, female role models from the family milieu appeared to play a particular role and carry a special significance for female interviewees. A closer examination of the reflective account on the subject by a female respondent, based in the southeast UK, reveals the significance and empowering effect of a female role model; in her case a role model from the immediate family: "My grandmother is probably the biggest role model in my life. She was a school teacher, but she was a legend. She was a single parent and raised her two daughters as a single woman in the 1950s in Canada. She was a legendary figure and a true matriarch, which we don"t see that often and she had several grandchildren that were all very deeply inspired by the life that she lead and the work ethic that she had to her family and community and the children she taught.
She was an incredible human being." (F-6) This supports the notion that role models need not be entrepreneurs to inspire female empowerment, which can also lead to female entrepreneurship. Another participant provides a closer link to the subject through an illustrative insight into the reasons women enter This account portrays sustainable entrepreneurship as a field where women challenge stereotypical perceptions in and about entrepreneurship. According to our female respondents, the environmental and social objectives entailed in sustainable entrepreneurship empower women"s confidence. Additionally, we also discovered several sustainable enterprises started by women were aimed specifically at female customers. But this phenomenon can also include a deeper meaning and reignite the debate on gender differences in sustainability behaviour (see Davidson and Freudenburg, 1996) among men and women, as well as the available options to them respectively. One such enterprise was created by an entrepreneur in media and fashion retail. "The whole thing started from me getting women to be greener, to have greener shops and customers. Since I had the idea in 2006, we"ve changed so much, back then it did seem a bit weird." (F-3) Three of the female sustainable entrepreneurs interviewed set objectives to promote sustainable services and products exclusively to a female clientele. This forms another gender specific finding, as although we actively searched, we did not identify any male sustainable entrepreneur aiming to offer sustainable alternative products (e.g. male fashion) and services explicitly for and to men.
Performance and growth of the sustainable enterprise
We next focus our analysis on findings regarding our interviewees" experiences with performance and growth. Literature suggests that there are gender differences in the overall performance and growth of enterprises as men and women differ significantly in the levels of financial resources they employ and their overall attitudes towards growth (Carter and Cannon, 1988; Carter, 2000; Calás et al., 2009 ). There are also suggestions that family commitments can undermine the performance and growth prospects of female founded enterprises (Eastwood, 2004) .
In the context of sustainable entrepreneurs we examine different attitudes towards growth and performance, and we further investigate (a) the role of family commitments in female sustainable entrepreneurs and (b) the use of financial resources, two subthemes directly related to performance and growth. Our first finding relates to the perception of growth among our participants. We encountered cautious attitudes by both male and female participants who were eager to discuss their objections on the prospect of growth.
Indicatively, the award-winning female founder of one of UK"s most innovative sustainable enterprises opines:
"If your business is not a sustainable business, then obviously growth is really bad for the environment. But once you"ve got the right business model, one that is actually symbiotic and good for the planet, then there is no conflict. Actually it is much better if you do grow, because the more you grow, the less waste will go to landfield and the more charities we"ll be able to support through our donations."
Furthermore, another female interviewee expressed a more cautious view of the meaning of growth in the context of sustainable enterprises.
"Something we can do on an ongoing basis without making any further changes to what we"re doing, and it doesn"t just imply growth. There is big pressure even on sustainable enterprises to grow, but we would rather concentrate on doing what we do better, but on the same scale, because the scale is sustainable.
Sustainable in the sense that we can keep doing what we want to do without changing anything." (F-8) A male participant offered an insight into the ethical and strategic dilemmas involved in the process of growth for sustainable enterprises.
"We will do things that other companies will not do and that is a very valuable thing to our clients. I believe as we move forward and as we grow that, personally and our board and anyone else who I bring into the organisation will replicate those values and will continue that. But that is a challenge because the bigger you get, that brings in challenges of management and scope of control. But I believe we can do it." (Μ-3)
Our first finding on the performance and growth of sustainable enterprises relates to a cautious, but also conscious approach to enterprise growth. Unlike extant entrepreneurship research (e.g. Stoner et al., 1990) , we find that cautiousness towards business growth is not limited to female respondents, nor did female participants appeared more reluctant in growing their enterprises than their male counterparts. Both female and male sustainable entrepreneurs appeared positive about the prospect of growing their enterprise, but cautious about the effect on the environment and the sustainability of their business. Their cautious attitudes stem not from gendered characteristics or perceptions about their role in society and business or family commitments, but from the ethical concerns regarding the compatibility of sustainability and growth, or sustainable growth. It appears that there are ethical, as well as strategic dilemmas and challenges in maintaining the sustainable nature of the enterprise while growing.
Family commitments
As reviewed in section 2.4, a timeless gender specific topic in contemporary entrepreneurship literature has been the link between setting up an enterprise and family commitments.
Seminal studies such as that by Marlow (1997) support the notion that one of the reasons female entrepreneurs enter the entrepreneurial process is to balance family commitments and work. This aspect has been argued to act as a trigger as well as an obstacle for the growth of female-run enterprises (Bruin et al., 2007) . In our study, the conditional flexibility conferred by self-employment emerged as a motive exclusively among female sustainable entrepreneurs. Indicatively, one female interviewee reflects:
"It is close enough to my family home that my children can come round because ultimately my business has to be sustainable for my family as well, has to work for them, so they can come round after school and hopefully they"ll take an interest in the business long term." (F-4) Another female entrepreneur reveals how flexibility for childcare was a key motivation in setting up a sustainable enterprise. She explains personal arrangements and reflects on the meaning of women"s empowerment as a mother and a female sustainable entrepreneur: "I started up (because of) my childcare responsibilities, but I also set up the business so I can work remotely from home. I use drop-ship model so I don"t have to pack and ship because it takes too much time. I work from home to keep costs low and so a lot of the way that I work is meant to make my life easier with children. So I think a lot of women find it empowering setting up their own business." (F-5) It is unclear if and how childcare hinders the growth of sustainable enterprises and the potential impact on growth those commitments can have. Although the main argument is that the business vision and strategy are compromised by attempts to address family commitments, it is counterbalanced by the sense of flexibility and settlement they bring to the entrepreneur.
Another female entrepreneur reflected on a different view of sustainability: "One of the key motives for me to start this business and structure it the way it is today was to be able to work remotely at flexible hours and be able to assist my sister and parents any time they need me. My sister contributes to the business as well. This business has significant advantages for me, it has been a sustainable choice for me and my family as well." (F-3) The last reflective account extends family commitments beyond childcare to senior care and other types of family support, and provides a new dimension to the subject. It also portrays sustainability as a reciprocal process, not simply conferring a positive balance to the environment, society and economy, but also bringing balance to the entrepreneurs" life.
According to Eastwood (2004) , the flexibility for family commitments can become a hurdle for the growth of the female owned enterprise. This can be the root of some growth problems that some of our female entrepreneurs have experienced in relation to improving their vocational business skills and their time management (Roomi et al., 2009) .
Financial resources
The management of financial resources, including the process of raising the necessary startup and growth capital, constitutes a fundamental pillar of entrepreneurship. It is also an area where women were found to differ significantly from men and appear underfunded and less supported by financial institutions and their families (Carter and Rosa, 1998) . Our interviews highlight experiences of overwhelming financial constraints, even among the most innovative and successful sustainable entrepreneurs. Specifically, we found access to capital a major obstacle for both start-up and growth stages, and financial institutions and governmental funding bodies reluctant to support sustainable entrepreneurs. A male interviewee, a serial sustainable entrepreneur and founder and retailer of one of the UK"s leading natural organic cosmetics firm, reflects on the difficulty of raising financial capital for a sustainable enterprise:
"Cash, of course! No one helps you. There is no funding. The green banks never supported me in what I do. I do not think that there is anyone out there who is prepared to really take big risks on green things. So the green banks, I approached them three times in the past. Never once they helped, even though I preferred to go to a green or sustainable bank than the main banks. They may say they help green people, but they still got their criteria and if they think you are in a risk, they do not help." (M-4) The cofounder of a sustainable taxi enterprise expressed his frustrations with financial resources available to sustainable businesses, also noting that the company was rejected for a loan by the same bank which later approached him to become their organisation"s staff transportation partner: "There is no funding available, for anything. So everything we have done has had to be funded by the company itself. We have had no grants, no cheap loans, no incentives, nothing. We opened a fully serviceable garage, with an eco-friendly paint booth which uses water-based paints and biodegradable stuff, low-energy lighting and heating. But again, we got no help for that, we had to do that with our own funds." (M-1)
The use of personal and family funds to finance the start and growth of a sustainable enterprise was a common theme in our interviews. The analysis of reflective accounts portrays a rather pessimistic view of the UK"s financial institutions and the funding available to sustainable entrepreneurs. This poses a significant barrier for their emergence, performance and growth, ultimately a key hindrance for promoting sustainability in the UK.
Several participants perceived financial institutions as an unrealistic source of start-up or growth capital, in some cases explained as an effect of recession. The founder of one of UK"s the most innovative energy enterprises reflects: "There is no way a bank would touch anything along our line until we have a customer base actually operating on at least a pre-commercial level. The banks are not a realistic resource for capital." (M-2)
The situation and experiences in the early stages was similar for a female participant, founder and owner of a leading global environmental services enterprise based in Scotland. She recalls:
"We"ve had very little support from government or funding bodies. We"ve always just always had to do it by cash flow. We"re better now but we still have hardly any funding, so we might be doing huge projects, but we have a very low overdraft because there is no support, really, given by banks and we don"t want to go into someone owning our company either, to get big funding." (F-1)
The above accounts constitute a testimony of the practical difficulties sustainable entrepreneurs face in access to start-up and growth capital. Considering our research is based on interview data from SME entrepreneurs, the size of organisations was suggested as an important consideration when interpreting these experiences: "Well, the major problem with any small company is cash flow; trying to generate enough cash flow to make life bearable and so on. I guess generating the clients is the most difficult thing. Once we got them, they love what we"ve got." (M-10) Female interviewees viewed the financial constraints they faced as systemic inhibitors (large conventional enterprises using their influence to divert funding away from sustainable entrepreneurship). The overall lack of funding for projects with sustainable objectives (e.g. research and business projects) and the post-recession years during which financial institutions maintained a limited and more cautious investment profile, were also identified as causes of financial challenges. Female interviewees particularly struggled with financial institutions: "I think funding is always an issue. When I started, I didn"t know so I went and asked for a loan in a bank. Afterwards, I realised that is just not possible. They do not give loans unless you take on debt and personal debt and they don"t usually fund sustainable projects. There is not much from private funds." (F-4) The above account introduces a key theme in female entrepreneurship research, which relates to women entrepreneurs" risk aversion (Sexton, 1989a; Chung, 1998; Jianakopoulos and Bernasek, 1998) . This characteristic was manifested in our interviewees through our female respondents" reluctance to take on debt. Specifically, an example of our female participants reluctance to take was a fashion entrepreneur:
"That is partly due to also my reluctance to take on debt as well. So at the moment I"m just keeping my business as it is rather than expanding, until things sort of loosen up a bit." (F-5) Our results reflect severe financial constraints among sustainable entrepreneurs linked not to gender, but the questionable compatibility of the sustainable enterprises" objectives with the financial world and the post-recession investment landscape in the UK. Nonetheless, the documented risk aversion among our female interviewees, in addition to a lower rate (compared to male) of use of family funds and other gender-specific inhibitors (see Carter and Rosa, 1998; Marlow and Patton, 2005) , increases financial pressure on female sustainable entrepreneurs. As a result the survival, success and growth of UK sustainable enterprises owned by women are financially more complex.
Key findings and conclusions
Through a social constructionist feminist perspective, we analysed interview data from a sample of twenty sustainable entrepreneurs in three specific areas where, according to existing literature in entrepreneurship research, male and female entrepreneurs differ. A common theme in the background of male and female participants, and a novel theme in entrepreneurship research, was the role of previous professional experiences in the third sector. We found that our sustainable entrepreneurs had a long history in voluntary projects, charities and NGOs, where they gained valuable business experience (finance management, HRM) and strengthened their sustainability values.
In contrast to existing global research (e.g. Eastwood, 2004) in conventional (nonsustainable) entrepreneurship, we found women entering sustainable entrepreneurship in the UK to have similar professional experiences (e.g. previous positions held, skills acquired, years of experience) to their male counterparts. This contradiction relates to the study"s sociocultural context, the UK, and the country"s long standing legacy of women in labour, entrepreneurship and power (i.e. female Royals, Prime Ministers, First Ministers and MPs).
Nonetheless, we acknowledge that findings from different sociocultural and development (e.g. developing countries) contexts may document different findings.
The topic of female empowerment and feminist influences was one of the themes that stood out in our interviews with female participants. A novel manifestation of female empowerment is the sustainable enterprises started by women and aimed at a female consumer base. According to our analysis, the environmental and social objectives involved in sustainable entrepreneurship render it a more attractive business option for potential women entrepreneurs. In return, some female sustainable entrepreneurs make encouraging sustainable alternatives to women an aim of their business. Sustainable entrepreneurship appears to be a means for female (entrepreneurs and consumers) empowerment. Additionally, female entrepreneurs appeared to have been motivated towards entrepreneurship and sustainability by female role models.
Our interviewees" responses to questions related to growth indicate that weaknesses in areas such as raising capital have hindered the performance and the growth prospects of their enterprises. This demonstrates that factors identified by Rosa (1988) , who highlighted limitations among UK entrepreneurs in business skills such as marketing, enterprising, raising capital for growth and human resource, are still relevant. We found that during the start-up stage mentoring and support from networks was an important contributor to the performance and survival of sustainable enterprises, and a valuable form of social capital.
Despite the experience levels of the sustainable entrepreneurs interviewed, they faced strategic (e.g. vocational business skills in growing an enterprise, scarcity of financial resources for growth, market share) challenges, as well as ethical concerns in the prospect of growing their business.
Our interviews contain a plethora of reflective accounts on the scarcity of financial resources, but no evidence to support the development of a proposition or a hypothesis that there is gender discrimination in the available funds for sustainable entrepreneurs in the UK. The most commonly used financial resource during the start-up phase is personal savings and funds, while during growth stage it is capital generated by the business. Female and male entrepreneurs did not appear to differ in the management of their funds or the constraints they have experienced.
Although we support the notion by Humbert and Bridley (2008) that the debate on risk should not be limited to financial risk and lending, we found this to be the only difference between male and female sustainable entrepreneurs in the area of financial resources. On the other hand, it should be noted that both female and male interviewees portrayed financial institutions as risk-averse towards sustainable SMEs, our study"s focus. Therefore, considering the characteristics of the post-recession investment landscape, collateral and other conditions for access to loans may have been unfeasible. As a result, we argue that our female respondents" reluctance to take on debt has not been triggered by a deeper psychological gendered trait, but by business pragmatism in a difficult investment environment. This lead the majority of our participants to the use of personal and family funds as start-up capital and the use of business generated income to sustain and grow the enterprise further.
Overall, the problematic relationship between sustainable entrepreneurs and financial institutions contradicts the UK policymaking goal to set the country as a global leader in sustainable entrepreneurship and innovation (Dyson, 2011) . Several entrepreneurs of both types and genders were critical of the mission and structure of financial institutions. Their responses indicated a resignation and belief in the existence of a bias from funding bodies towards projects with sustainable objectives.
In conclusion, we found female sustainable entrepreneurs starting from the same experience levels as males to have strong feminist attitudes and consciousness of their contribution to global sustainability. Sustainable entrepreneurship offers women a unique opportunity and experience of professional development and a limited flexibility to balance work and family commitments. Lack of funding appears to be a major constraint affecting all entrepreneurs, while our argument that business pragmatism influences women"s reluctance to take on debt is counterbalanced by an affluence of and more extensive use of networking compared to men.
Implications for practice and theory
Our study"s conclusions on performance and growth support the significance of entrepreneurial training and specifically those focused on the development of vocational skills. We argue that relevant training needs to be customised according to the needs of participants (e.g. their skill-set, background, weaknesses) and maintain a contemporary agenda (e.g. changes and technicalities of regional legal frameworks, the contemporary investment landscape, the evolution of social media) to their training methods. By doing so, sustainable entrepreneurs can develop the skills that will allow them to address the strategic challenges of growing their enterprises, a process which can significantly increase their contribution to global sustainability.
Our results find particular application to the UK Green Investment Bank (GIB), set up by the UK Government with a goal to provide funding to sustainable enterprises. We support the notion that the GIB needs to establish and maintain a gender perspective in their investment policy. Specifically, the GIB needs to monitor data and performance of female sustainable enterprises and inform governmental bodies accordingly for the need of policy adjustments and new ways to stimulate female sustainable entrepreneurship.
From a theoretical perspective, we have contributed to existing debates on the role of previous professional experiences in entrepreneurship, the use of financial resources, family commitments and feminist influences and attitudes, providing data and conclusions from the context of contemporary sustainable enterprises. We have contributed to the timeless debate of vocational business skills, offering data from contemporary sustainable entrepreneurs, and highlighted unique sustainable specific ethical dilemmas in sustainable entrepreneurial growth. Furthermore, we have acknowledged and explored a novel theme and form of female empowerment in sustainable enterprises founded by female entrepreneurs, aimed specifically at female consumers.
A central theoretical implication stemming from the depth and diversity of our findings relates to gender, which remains a key dimension in founding a sustainable enterprise. We urge future research of sustainable entrepreneurs to incorporate gender as a variable and dimension in analyses. Overall, our study contributes to the emerging field of research in sustainable entrepreneurship by offering a new gender perspective and to gender in entrepreneurship research with empirical evidence and findings from the sustainable entrepreneurship subdomain. Finally, our findings on social capital and networks complement knowledge in the respective research fields.
Research limitations and future research
Our study is subject to limitations which should be considered when interpreting the results. As any exploratory study based on qualitative data and analysis, the results and conclusions have time and context limitations applied to them (Patton, 1980; Guba and Lincoln, 1989) . Therefore, our findings are limited to the UK sociocultural and business context, during the postrecession years. Nevertheless, conclusions can still be useful as a sensitising framework for research in other countries and our findings could lead to the development of propositions and hypotheses for testing in the UK and internationally. International comparisons would be particularly constructive in identifying solutions to gender specific barriers in sustainable entrepreneurship. Expanding knowledge on the motivations and success rates of sustainable enterprises targeting female customers is also a topic where future research can confer significant contributions to theory and practice.
A significant area for gender research is mixed gender entrepreneurial teams (e.g. Godwin et al., 2006) . Our study contained one female entrepreneur (F-7) who was part of a mixed gender sustainable entrepreneurial team, as a cofounder of a recycling enterprise based in Fife, Scotland. Our study"s objectives and sample structure and our limited access to the male business partner could not support further focus on the dynamics of this specific team.
Therefore, an unexplored area for theoretical contribution by future research is mixed gender sustainable entrepreneurial teams. Specifically, the dynamics and histories of those teams, the role of women in those teams, their differences compared to their male business partners, and their differences with women in mixed gender, non-sustainable entrepreneurial teams.
Finally, a theme not yet fully understood with significant practical implications where future research needs to expand knowledge, is the role of third sector experiences in the development of sustainable entrepreneurs. Research can highlight training opportunities and how to further stimulate sustainable entrepreneurship amongst members of charities and NGOs. The relationship between private banks and sustainable entrepreneurs is also an area that requires further research. There is a need to determine the potential existence of bias against sustainable entrepreneurs in the finance world and examine effective ways that private banks can become a realistic source of capital for sustainable entrepreneurs. 
